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Abstract
In the contents of this thesis can be found an analysis of the work of Sam
Shepard, modern American playwright. The analysis includes a look at a quartet
of family plays: A Lie of the Mind, True West, Buried Child, and Curse of the
Starving Class. In analyzing the action in each, I pose the problem of Identity
crisis as it Is found in the role reversals that take place, how they are a reflection
of the life of Shepard himself, how they are. In turn a reflection of young
generations, and how a positive conclusion can be derived from the realistic
answer Shepard seems to give.
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Introduction
Td like to try a whole different way of writing now, which is
very stark and not so flashy and not full of a lot of mythic
figures and everything, and try to scrape it down to the
bone as much as possible.^

This was Sam Shepard's response to a question concerning the new
direction he wanted to take before going on to write plays like Curse of the
Starving Class and Buried Child, plays with which Shepard achieved the "noholds-barred" realism that he is now well known for in his portrayal of the
degradation of a Midwestern family. These plays reflect the general consensus of
Generation X and Y have agreed upon but would rather sweep under the rug -

^ Sam Shepard, "Metaphors, Mad Dogs, and Old Time Cowboys," an interview with Kenneth
Chubb et al.. Theatre Quartlerly, 4, No. 15(1974)
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we aren't happy. Logically following this statement is the question of why, a
question which Tyler Durden of the film Fight Club answers particularly well:

Man, I see in fight club the strongest and smartest men who've ever
lived. I see all this potential, and I see squandering. An entire generation
pumping gas, waiting tables; slaves with white collars. Advertising has us
chasing cars and clothes, working jobs we hate so we can buy shit we
don't need. We're the middle children of history, man. No purpose or
place. We have no Great War. No Great Depression. Our Great War's a
spiritual war, our Great Depression is our lives. We've all been raised on
television to believe that one day we'd all be millionaires, and movie
gods, and rock stars. But we won't. And we're slowly learning that fact.
And we're very, very pissed off.^

This is an Idea that Shepard takes and "scrapes down to the bone" as he puts It,
all in an attempt to demonstrate the lengths to which the average person will go
in order to gain a sense of acceptance, a group to relate to, an Identity to make
his or her own. He amply demonstrates the idea that when a person is void of
things to turn to, he goes back to his roots, and as a result the inherent need
humankind possesses to experience a life with companionship. But what
happens if his roots are Just as deranged as the world from which he flees? A
perfect opportunity to observe a crisis of something we all seek - identity.
^ From David Fincher's film Fight Club. Adapted from the novel Fight Club, written by Chuck
Palahniuk.
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Shepard wrote four plays which demonstrate the struggle for identity
particularly well -A Lie of the Mind, True West, Buried Chiid, and Curse of the
Starving Ciass. Shepard's realist portrayal of the action that takes place in these
plays is crucial to the point that he seems to be trying to get across. He begins
with a template Midwestern family. The father Is an alcoholic whose presence in
the play, although sometimes consistent physically, is rarely noteworthy
mentally. However, in his absence,the father has a large psychological influence
on the family as a whole, as he Is often the primary cause of the general
degradation we see in the action of Shepard's plays. His character, then, results
In large part from his Inability to adapt in a world that requires more attention
than he is willing to give, often involving a family that he treats as his whipping
boy solely because he can get away with it. What results is a series of
repercussions for the rest of the family, particularly involving the son, who,
devoid of a legitimate source of approval, must make his own way in Shepard's
world — one which is wrought with the inevitable notion that it is impossible to
emerge unscathed.

This template finds its roots not merely in the mind of Shepard, but is
viewed widely as a direct reflection of Shepard's own childhood experiences. The
notion of the desert, particularly in the West, as the "comfort zone" of the father
and, inevitably, his son(s), can find its roots directly in Shepard's own familial
experience:
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Yeah, well, I grew up in a condition where the male Influences around me
were primarily alcoholics and extremely violent and, at the same time.
like lost children, not knowing howto deal with it. Instead, they were
plunked down on the desert not knowing how they got there. And slowly
they began receding further and further and further away - receding
from the family, receding from society.^

Thus, even as the reader is exploring the avenues by which one may derive an
identity without familial influence and thereby one which Is intact, the four
works can also be seen as a tool by which Shepard himself is attempting to make
sense of his childhood. This allows the conclusion to lend Itself to a far deeper
position of gravity, as it not only reflects the psychological plight of the
characters involved, but also possesses real-life implications for Shepard.

In Shepard's plays we find that the search for identity Is looming In
candidacy to define generations of the young and impressionable, making it an
area of particular Interest for young adults. It seems that in a quest to be one's
own person, many young people are caught in a crisis of Identity. Parents often
exercise influence in asserting their own desires Into the lives of their children
regarding the paths they take, or as In Shepard's plays, a lack of influence -the
cause of the role reversal mentioned above. Consequently, they look elsewhere,
becoming a melting pot of pop culture references and media factoids, or trying
^ Roudane, Matthew."Shepard on Shepard: an interview." The Cambridge Companion to Sam
Shepard. Ed. Matthew Roudane. Cambridge: University Press. 2002. 165.
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to please parents who just don't care enough. Considering this ambiguity,there
is validity and relevance to generations of young people in the exploration of the
solution that Shepard offers. Where is he going with this realist approach? Is
there a light at the end of the tunnel? And if so, what does it look like? These are
all questions that young men and women,as Shepard conveys, are inevitably
forced to come to grips with and will eventually be forced to answer, even those
who try so desperately to ignore the problems around them with apathy. What
results from the questions that Shepard poses is an indirect cry for existentialism
- a plea to embrace one's plight, ask questions regarding his or her existence,
and arrive at fulfilling answer. In order to discover what it is that fulfills us, we
must ask questions and answer them for ourselves. This brings an individual
sense of achievement in understanding, gives us ownership and a feeling of
fulfillment. Shepard takes this notion and puts his own realistic spin on it, posing
the problem of identity, illustrating the variety of problems it can cause (a "how
not to derive identity," if you will), and posing a solution, albeit indirectly, which
creates a sobering impression by which we may characterize his work.

10

Chapter 1; A Conflict of Interests
We are not merely weary
because of yesterday, we are
other, no longer what were we
before the calamity of
yesterday.

Samuel Beckett

Considered a loose reflection of the singular mind of Shepard himself.
True West approaches the familial theme from an angle that distinguishes it
from any of the other realist dramas to be discussed. Two brothers, one a selfmade renegade,the other a suburban-esque playwright, become locked in an
11

explosive interdependency, reminiscent of the mind warring with itself. The
dynamic between the brothers allows the play to operate on several inter¬
connected psychological levels, exploring the roots of the problems that the two
brothers are forced to confront as the action progresses, notably the derelict
father of the two. In addressing the differences the brothers have with respect
to one another, Shepard creates a complete role reversal, as ivy-league
screenwriter Austin is shouldered out of the "idea" that he had originally
pursued, gradually becoming infatuated with the self-sustaining, rugged way of
life that Lee stands for. Lee, meanwhile,tries his hand at screenwriting, using his
perceptive wit and experience on the desert to craft an appealing Western,
catching the attention of the producer Saul Kimmer. As a result, the action that
unfolds pits Austin's desperation for an intact identity against Lee's individualist
way of life, and the inescapable heritage which the father leaves behind
exercises its firm grasp on what becomes a crossroads in the relationship
between the two.

In True West, Shepard uses the stereotypical suburban kitchen of the
brothers' childhood home as a ready-made

in which Austin and Lee may assert their Individual wills in a battle of the
minds. Austin works by candlelight to complete what he deems "a simple love
story" (pg. 12) as Lee enters and immediately begins to prod. Lee's presence
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brings with it the direct implication that he is a threat, one that Austin is
obviously familiar with handling:

LEE: Thafs a dumb line. That is a dumb fuckin' line. You git paid fer
dreamin' up a line like that?

AUSTIN: Look, I can give you money if you need money.(Pg. 14)

Shepard seems to imply that the exchange between the two is familiar, one that
Austin has grown frustratingly accustomed to. Jason Zinoman, in his review of a
production of True West, directed by Ann Bowen,does well to describe the actor
who plays Austin (Peter Picard) as a suburbanite whose **face seems frozen in a
mask of exasperation, his eyes rolling and his lip curling into something
resembling a question mark."'* The rough and unfiltered language characterizing
Lee automatically gives Austin a familiar but uncomfortable feeling, turning Lee
into a high-risk character with respect to Austin. In Lee's and Austin's initial
interaction, Shepard establishes the traditional roles that each of the brothers
fulfills. Austin becomes the makeshift benefactor and voice of reason, a last
resort for Lee should he run into trouble,something that his way of living seems
often to encourage. In establishing the nature of the relationship within which
the brothers coexist, Shepard sets the stage for the chaos that will ensue,
brought on by the superficiality of the world in which Austin lives and the quick-

Zinoman, Jason."Those Bickering Brothers are Back in the Kitchen." New York Times, 13
December 2006.(http://theater.nytimes.com/2006/12/13/theater/reviews/13true.html)
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witted, think-on-your-feet state of mind that Lee has come to achieve. As a
result, Austin is forced to recognize Lee as a legitimate threat to his structured
self-security, a position he has never had to adopt. Thus in the role reversal each
brother finds unfamiliarity, which brings on the inevitably volatile symbiosis that
seems destined to come to a head from the start.

In characterizing Lee as a rugged, self-made son of the west, Shepard not
only shows his literary tendencies toward the American West but also provides
us with a renegade model for existentialism. Lee enters into the story with a
sense of self, albeit ragged, intact, feeling a need to return to the desert from
which he came. By the end of the play, Lee has ventured away from and come
back to the adventurous, rugged individualist that his heritage, even his mother,
recognizes as inevitable: "Well, you'll probably wind up on the same desert [as
your father] one of these days"(pg. 98). In the father's lack of presence, we see
him exercise an ironic amount of influence over Lee,forcing Lee to adopt an
individualistic approach to the life he chooses to live, void of any patriarchal
approval that would give him a sense of direction. The absence of the father
also forces Lee out on his own. Consequently, he must improvise to survive, and
we see this improvisation play out in the script he pitches Saul Kimmer. Lee's
existentialist tendencies can be seen within the action of the play, as he has a
chance to observe and even enter into his brother's way of life, making perhaps
a comparison to his own. These observations of a life outside of the realm of his
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own allows Lee to make his own decision regarding the path he wishes to pursue
at the end of the play. As a result, Lee is able to take ownership of the decision
he makes in regard to the way he lives his life and to be adventurously
productive in his own self-preservation. This self-efficiency Is something that
becomes increasingly appealing to Austin. In bringing Lee into Austin^s
superficially crafted, tidy, and suburban world, Shepard accomplishes what he
otherwise could not. Lee s intrusion becomes an immediate threat to Austin,
giving him the uneasiness that functions in revealing the deep-seated issues that
he becomes forced to reckon with while simultaneously demonstrating the
benefits of existentialism and thinking for oneself.

Lee can even be viewed as a protagonist, working through the conflict he
encounters and emerging as the Independent brother, one who needs help from
no one to survive. As evidenced by Lee's characterization, Shepard's cry for
Independence seems to be made clear. Lee's self-awareness becomes
increasingly evident In the action he takes upon selling his story to the producer
Saul Kimmer. His Initial attempt to write the screenplay on his own shows his
desire to be self-efficient. However, upon recognizing his inability to write in a
way that would cater to the screen, he puts his pride aside and asks for Austin's
assistance. When the interdependence that follows becomes a source of conflict
for the brothers, it is Austin, not Lee, who violently attempts to uphold it.
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Shepard s love for the west and his characterization of Lee are also a
reflection of his desire to put a positive spin on a negative character, making Lee
Shepard's case, albeit disheveled,for existentialism. In considering Lee's helterskelter state of mind, we see Shepard making the point that, although Lee has
his faults, he recognizes and Is willing to admit them. This recognition and
contentment become,for Lee, a huge source of confidence - if one is satisfied
with his plight, it allows him a sense of self-awareness that would not be present
were he focused on his shortcomings. In characterizing Lee as the renegade of
the two,fresh off the desert and waiting for the next opportunity to present
itself, Shepard effects an identity In Lee that Austin so desperately wants. His
recognition of who he is and his willingness to comply with the persona he has
developed leave Lee in a state of contentment only accomplished when one
purges oneself of any sense of self-doubt.

With Lee s acquired sense of self come the tried and true tactics he uses
in dealing with his brother, which remain evident for the entirety of the play,
functioning as a sort of nudging device to which Austin becomes forced to react.
Linda Hart states that:

Lee bombards the appearance of an amiable order that Austin attempts
to construct. His verbal and physical assaults result in exposing the limits
of Austin's psychological endurance. Despite Austin's efforts to maintain
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an atmosphere of filial affections, Lee insidiously breaks through his
defenses... exposing his brother's hidden desires and motives.^

Hence we see Lee's prodding also as an attempt to gain from Austin's success.
Austin responds not only out of a desire to stop the discomfort that Lee creates.
but also under the assumption that he will gain an "upper hand" over Lee, that
he can grant Lee these favors because he has the self-made power to do so.
Instead of doing a service for Lee out of brotherly love, the hidden desires of
Austin mentioned above play out in the reason Austin grants Lee these favors —
not only as a way to get Lee out of his hair(who could blame him?), but also
because he Is able to make himself feel better for shoving Lee off.

Ironically, the same tactics of which Lee takes advantage fuel his ability to
impress Kimmer, a character who plays what seems to be a minor role, but also a
character who functions arguably as a sit-in father figure, becoming a source of
approval which the brothers rival to attain.® The fact that Kimmer's approval.
among other things, sparks the conflict that pushes the two brothers to blows
makes the father's absence increasingly evident as a matter of importance.
revealing the lengths to which Austin and Lee will go In order to gain validation.
It also permanently verifies Lee as a real threat to the world that Austin has
worked so hard to construct for himself, one in which he enjoys a satisfying
amount of exclusivity. When he encounters Lee there, he doesn't like it. Austin's
^ Hart, Lynda.Sam Shepard's Metaphorical Stages. Westport: 1987, Greenwood Press, Inc., 89.
^ Hart, Lynda. Sam Shepard's Metaphorical Stages. Westport: 1987, Greenwood Press, Inc., 91.
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insecurity brings to light the notion that he is not infatuated with the life he is
leading and the things that he is doing to make it productive. Rather, Austin
finds contentment and derives an identity out of the individuality he gains from
being a semi-successful screenwriter, the only man In the family to achieve what
society deems success. However,the frail nature of Austin's exclusive world
makes it difficult to uphold, especially when the breaking point comes as a result
of what Austin deems an "idiotic" story, one written by his own brother.

As Lee assumes the role of his brother, a shift of power begins, effecting
the role reversal that brings Austin back to his roots. Austin's realization of the
fact that the life he has made for himself was founded on the superficial desire
for wealth, success, and an escape from the heritage of his father culminates in
when his wish to remain aloof from Lee outweighs his former motives. This
realization forces Austin to assume in turn the role of his brother, as the world as
Austin knows it seems to be crumbling around him. Shepard portrays this
moment particularly well, as Lee is telling Austin to shut up for the sake of his
concentration while Austin lies on the floor drunk, eventually begging Lee for the
keys to his own car so that he can "take a drive" to the desert. Austin's quick
relinquishing of the ability to write both his own script and his brother's is
symbolic of the solace he had once found in being the successful brother of the
two. To go further, his reaction becomes reflective of the fickleness with which
Austin has constructed a foundation for his Identity and success. Even with the
18

prospect of considerable financial gain, Austin refuses to write both scripts under
the guise that he is unable to do the work. However, he still attempts to salvage
the upper hand in relation to Lee's immediate success: Tm the one who wrote
the fuckin' outline! You can't even spell"(pg. 68). Once again, we see Austin
searching for something in which he may place his confidence. However,the
fashion in which he takes up his new position can hardly be viewed as successful.
Broken to his core, he has no choice but to face the familial history he has
worked so hard to escape.

Simultaneously, Austin seems to recognize the lack in connection he
possesses with his father when compared to Lee at a time of particular
vulnerability — he has just been unseated by his seemingly dim-witted brother
from a position of authority that he once enjoyed as a result of persistence and
hard work. Consequently Austin loses of any sort of patriarchal approval. Not
only has his father shunned him as merely a makeshift benefactor who supplies
him with booze money and leaves him be, but also Saul Kimmer has allowed Lee
to shoulder him out of a very lucrative career opportunity. Lost and looking for
any sort of self-sustaining recognition he can find, Austin turns to his older
brother as a guide to finding identity, begging Lee to take him to the desert, and
perhaps wishing to draw closer to his father's realm of existence.

Resulting from the situational irony that occurs between the brothers is a
general degradation. The house gets reduced to an alcoholic's wasteland.
19

littered with beer cans, whiskey bottles, stolen toasters, and toast, which Lee
drunkenly rationalizes is "like salvation"(pg. 87). Lee has come to the frustrating
realization that he is not an adequate screenwriter and needs Austin's help. The
fact that Austin agrees to help his brother in exchange for nothing but a
chaperoned trip to the desert reveals his desperate situation - he is looking for a
way out of the world he had built for himself, an escape from an escape. Thus,
Austin gives up his lofty goals and resorts back to what he has recognized as his
heritage in a continuation of his desperate search for identity, even going so far
as to strangle his brother within Inches of his life in an attempt to make Lee
uphold his end of the deal. In his 1982 staging of the play, Gary Sinise even goes
so far as to bring out the animalistic qualities In both of the brothers by casting
them in moonlight as they snarl at each other. This portrayal of the characters
serves to emphasize the base desires that are at war, which become reflective of
the vicious undercurrent by which both of the brothers operate in serving their
own purposes and desires.

One of the most startling parts of the entire final scene is the role that
the mother plays. Her lack of reaction upon witnessing her two sons' struggle is,
frankly, startling. Not only does she not attempt to stop the fight, she
encourages them to go outside and continue: "You'll have to stop fighting in the
house," she says as Austin tightens the cord around Lee's neck, "There's plenty
of room outside to fight. You've got the whole outdoors to fight in"(pg. 101).
20

The question,then, becomes, why even Include the mother in True West?
Shepard characterizes her as incompetent, possessing no depth and contributing
no sensible reaction to Lee's and Austin's disastrous state. The answer comes in
Shepard's wish to illuminate the dominating nature of the patriarchal figure in
his Midwestern family plays. The passivity of the mother likely results from the
fact that she was a victim of a dominating husband who exercised ample
influence over the entire family until he left. His departure left her unable to
communicate, even with her sons, as evidenced by the final scene of the play. It
also left both Lee and Austin without the ability to become men with a sense of
direction. Their foundation faltered, and they now have no established roots
with which to identify.

Austin's fickle nature with regard to his pursuit of an identity comes from
the desperation with which he attempts to exercise independence. In reading
closely the tendencies that Austin exhibits with reference to the work he
endeavors to succeed in, we see that he is not as well-versed as he asserts
himself to be (Saul KImmer takes to Lee's generalized western more than he
does to Austin's work). Austin's shortcomings result from the fact that in his
attempt to establish a respectable name for himself, he has become infatuated
with an idea, not a reality, and his work suffers for it. Austin's need to explain
himself is made obvious in his feeble attempt to portray himself as the one who
is "In touch":
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He's [Lee's] been camped out on the desert for three months. Talking to
cactus. What's he know about what people wanna see on the screen! I
drive on the freeway every day. I swallow the smog. I watch the news in
color. I shop In the Safeway. I'm the one who's in touch! Not him!(Pg. 76)

Although Lee may not have the instinct required to cater to a general audience.
Austin's attempt to assert his know-how over Lee's becomes relative to pop
culture, not himself. He lacks the ability to swallow his pride and share control
of the situation with someone else. His obvious romantic tendencies {he works
by candlelight on a "simple love story") dictate his literary inclinations, and the
prestige of something such as an Ivy League school becomes for Austin the
ultimate achievement,something from which he can derive a lasting fulfillment.
The fact that Austin has not really taken much legitimate action in order to
achieve the lofty goal of becoming a screenwriter (at least to our knowledge)
reveals his lack of genuine motivation. This realization results in a general lack in
contentment.

Shepard portrays Austin's plight as he does in order to represent the
plight of much of his (Shepard's) generation. The general lack in contentment
mentioned above is reflective of many working men and women In the society in
which Shepard lives. Its continual consequences can be seen in each young
generation that has both preceded and followed. Many of the young men and
women who pursue career paths do so as a result of a lack In direction. Instead,
22

they go to college to get a degree in order to fulfill certain societal roles that
have been assigned them by the preceding generation, passing off academic
achievement as a means by which they may deem themselves successful. As a
result, they emerge misguided, pursuing perhaps what they imagine to be their
calling in life, but also pursuing the appealing comfort that is a steady salary and
independence. They become caught in the trap that has been so well structured
for years, never once taking the time to ask themselves what it Is that they want
to do out of the fear that, like Austin, they may suffer from a severe crisis in
identity and be forced to walk outside of the nine to five job that they have
become conned into believing is their comfort zone.

These things that we convince ourselves to be true out of the necessity to
suppress the harsh realities that may be lurking in our subconscious become
what Shepard has aptly termed "lies of the mind." Myths such as the necessity
to go to college in order to be successful, or the need to get a steady job, no
matter what the requirements, become the false motives by which we operate.
To go a step further, we have allowed society to define success as a certain set of
circumstances that usually revolve around financial security. However these
things bring misery to many people for various and compelling reasons - to
quote Notorious B.I.G.,"Mo' money, mo' problems." Here is where the
colloquial phrase "to each his own" bears great significance. Success should
assume myriad roles relative to the individual and his or her taste for what
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success is. If success becomes relative to the individual instead of to the society
in which the individual lives, it fills a personal void, as the individual is able to
develop genuine confidence in his or her ability based on self-worth. To be fair.
there Is, for practicality's sake, a certain necessity in achieving such things as
financial stability. However,the idea that a youth could enter into college by
way of his or her parents assuming the financial burden only to fail out because
he or she never goes to class reveals the superficiality that our preceding
influence operates with. As a result, we create a societal myth that illustrates
what a young person's life should look like from day one to day infinity, and to
what end? If the life plan that society often encourages doesn't fit the specifics
of the person who is attempting to operate within those constraints, then we
could have another Austin on our hands.

24

Chapter 2: A Futile Attachment
In my dream I was almost there/ Then
you pulled me aside and said you're
going nowhere/ I know we are the
chosen few/ But we're wasted/ And
that's why we're still waiting/ In line for
a number you don't understand/ Like a
modern man

Arcade Fire
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Shepard's Curse of the Starving Class highlights, perhaps more than any
one of his other plays Involving a contemporary Midwestern American family,
the inevitable qualities of one's heritage. Hence,the "curse" mentioned in the
title, among other things, becomes reminiscent of the Inescapable qualities of
the Tate family, who turn into what Benedict Nightingale calls, "less a refuge
than a trap that seduces... and Its roots and traditions are also its curse, an
inexorable handing over of loss from one generation to the next."^ In the realist
fashion that is characteristic of his style at the time, Shepard brazenly disproves
the weathered and often instinctual notion that roots and traditions should elicit
a positive connotation, especially when referring to family. Instead, he seems to
be telling the story of his past, a story which dictates his desire to make a name
for himself, free of the constraints placed on him by his parents. Perhaps the
principle reason for Shepard's creation of a family rife with conflict is to illustrate
the fact that, no matter how compelling the circumstances may be, an
unavoidable heritage exists within the realm of any family, even if the father is a
violent drunk who persists in driving the other members constantly away.
Shepard seems to give a resounding nod to the son of the family, Wesley, as the
hero of the play, one which ultimately succumbs to the Inheritance left to him by
his father, his father's father, and so on. Through him, Shepard allows a
noticeable psychological role reversal to be fulfilled; one that puts disturbing

^ Nightingale, Benedict."Even Minimal Shepard is Food for Thought." New York Times, 25
September 1983, sec. 2, pp. 5 and 26.

26

emphasis on the "poison" that he seems destined to inherit from his father. In
this role reversal comes the crescendo of the negative light in which Shepard's
families are cast.

The setting of Shepard's first Installment in the quartet of family plays he
has written immediately establishes the relationship that the family has
developed with Weston,Shepard's token alcoholic, war-torn father. The play
opens only to have the audience witness Wesley cleaning up the debris which his
father has left after kicking the door in in a drunken rage the night before.
Immediately, then, Shepard establishes the father as an intruder, turning the
notion of the intact, stable family man on its head:

This opening Image of destruction and the calm acceptance of violence
suggests that Shepard's Tate family has already plummeted to the
bottom of their long day's journey. The barrier that insulates the family
from the menace of the outside world has been battered down, and the
8

culprit is the father.

Thus, we instantly see a role reversal that becomes crucial to the action of the
play, as the father defies the patriarchal role that the family requires him to fill.
This gives Shepard a context with which he may develop the story, as there is
absolutely no question that the family is in a state of crisis which It has become
numb to. Not only does Weston reorient himself into the role of intruder, he
Hart, Lynda. Sam Shepard's Metaphorical Stages. Westport: 1987, Greenwood Press, Inc., 69.
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openly acknowledges this role upon his return to the house the next day as
Wesley cleans up after him:"Even with the door out it's still the inside"(p.l56),
he sayS; referring to the home in which he does a good job of making himself
scarce. His unapologetic nature reflects the way in which Weston asserts his
pride onto the family he is supposed to be head of. He takes them completely for
granted, and instead of attempting to rectify his actions immediately proclaims.
in a very twisted state of mind,that it is he who Is forced to assume all the
responsibility:"WE'VE DONE IT AGAIN I WE'VE GONE AND LEFT EVERYTHING UP
TO THE OLD MAN AGAIN! ALL THE UPKEEP! THE MAINTENANCE! PERFECT!"(p.
157).

The fact that Weston becomes such a legitimate threat to his own family
is disturbing and inexcusable. However Shepard seems to be drawing from his
own disheveled past, as it becomes relevant in his characterization of Weston as
the potentially abusive alcoholic. This draws the notion that perhaps Shepard is
attempting to make a childhood connection with Wesley, putting some of the
emotions he once felt back into the theatre he produces. Additionally, Weston
becomes a reflection of many men at the time. Back from a life in which he likely
saw copious amounts of action in the war, he has become void of the fulfillment
he likely found while away. His references to the war, especially in the
excitement that he derives from the eagle's antics in the sky (which he compares
to a B-52 Bomber), are indicative of the recurring thoughts he has regarding the
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war. Consequently he is left searching for a plausible persona with which he may
identify, and, weighed down by the often tedious nature of the patriarch, turns
to alcohol in an effort to escape the monotonous reality that has become his life.

I couldn't stand the Idea that everything would stay the same... that
every morning it would be the same... The jumps. I couldn't figure out the
Jumps. From being born, to growing up,to droppin' bombs,to having
kids, to hittin' bars, to this.(p. 194)

Thus Shepard provides an indirect discourse on how not to be a father. By
characterizing Weston in a way that represents what a father should not
represent in a familial setting, Shepard defines the model patriarchal role, as
Weston's role in the Tate family becomes completely antonymous to the
patriarch's Ideal.

As Shepard so ably demonstrates in his Indirect discourse on how not to
be a father, there Is no honor or respect found in the position that Weston
occupies, and the family, namely the son,takes the brunt of the rash and illadvised actions of the father. Hence, one identity crisis will lead to another- as
Weston searches for ways to escape his family, pouring alcohol on the proverbial
flame that he has created, Wesley's struggle to find his place becomes
accentuated by the actions of his father. Consequently, he searches for other
things In which he may build an identity, namely the work he puts into the farm
in order to make it his own.
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Because we are introduced to Wesley while he is restoring the house to
an acceptable aesthetic, it is evident that he will function as the step-in father
figure of the play. His persistency in attempting to maintain a pleasant
atmosphere becomes,for Wesley, an attempt at a distraction and perhaps a
cover for the degradation that is occurring within the walls of the home. As the
play progresses, we see Wesley not only become involved in an inevitably losing
battle with his father, but also with the house and property which he struggles to
maintain without any help. Wesley's role as land man reflects his love for the
homestead, the only place in the world with which he can identify. His desire to
keep the land and make it productive becomes the language he uses in
expressing his desire to involve his father in the ownership that he attempts to
take in the land so that Weston will not sell it:

WESLEY: We don't have to sell, you know. We could fix the place up.

WESTON: It's too late for that. I owe money

WESLEY: We could join the California Avocado Association. We could
make a living that way.

WESTON: Get out of here, get away from me!(p. 167)

However, by the time Weston realizes the productive potential of the land and Is
willing to assert some effort on its behalf, Wesley has taken the place of
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Weston's former persona as a result of the constant lack of instability by which
he becomes victimized.

The fact that Wesley and Emma have no stable parental figure to
turn to does not rest on Weston's shoulders alone, however. Hardly related to
the characterization of the mother in True West, the function of Ella in Curse
becomes not to enhance the faults of Weston. Rather, Ella becomes a sort of
companion figure to the children. She has no control over their actions, which
could be a reflection of the state of apathy she seems to have adopted as a
resu It of the degraded family she is a part of. Regardless of the cause, Ella
becomes synonymous with Weston in that she does not fulfill the maternal role
in the slightest. She looks out for herself only, scheming to sell the property that
her son works so hard to keep up In order that she may run off with her "lawyer
friend." This leaves Wesley and Emma in a vulnerable state, void of any familial
direction and forced to conjure up dreams that come in the form of taking up the
post of a mechanic for Emma and striking out for the "frontier" of Alaska for
Wesley. The fact that the two talk of these dreams in a relatively realistic way
speaks for the desperation with which they pursue escape.

In addition to the struggle for Identity imposed on Wesley by his father.
we see him endure the natural struggle endured by every male in an attempt to
possess a sense of manhood. As Wesley struggles to be the man that his mother
and sister need him to be, he also grapples with the natural impulse to be a kid,
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one which comes with the age group in which Shepard casts his character. This
becomes uncomfortably obvious as the audience receives a full frontal view of
Wesley as he urinates on Emma's 4-H posters out of sheer apathy. Antics such as
these serve as a reminder that, not only is Wesley struggling to keep a
dilapidating family together, he is also going through the hardships of being a
young teenage boy. These two things coupled together make Wesley one of
Shepard's most dynamic characters, susceptible to multiple internal and external
psychological Influences which ultimately prove too much to handle.

As the play develops, we see a potentially explosive relationship build
between Weston and his son. A drunken Weston encounters both of his children
after Ella has gone out with Taylor, leaving the audience wary of the potential
battle which could ensue between father and son at any time. As the action
progresses, the potential for conflict builds. However, rather than culminating In
a knockdown, drag out physical altercation, Shepard brings both Wesley and
Weston Into the kitchen,juxtaposing both characters in conversation in order to
illustrate the role reversal which becomes the central issue of the play. As
Weston presumably realizes his faults and comes to terms with his wrongdoing.
Wesley takes the form of his father both mentally and physically, as the "poison
that Weston warned his son about has finally infiltrated his mind. For me,the
cause of the transformation remains in question. What is it that finally pushes
Wesley to assume the role of his father? I believe that the cause comes in
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Weston's transformation. The audience and/or reader is prone to believe that,
when Weston expresses the desire to change and makes this long philosophical
speech regarding the "connection" he now cherishes,that the change he
undergoes is real. However, it should be considered that Wesley possesses much
more experience with his unstable father than we do. Thus, perhaps he is at his
wits' end - he doesn't really believe that Weston has changed. Perhaps Weston
comes home and attempts to apologize for his inexcusable actions each time
they affect the family directly, making his transformation just another superficial
attempt at rectification. Having exhausted every possible solution, then, Wesley
joins the inevitable form his father assumes.

In Shepard's quartet of family plays, we see a "lie of the mind" come to
light in its effect on the family. This time, Weston is the direct cause. Having
suppressed the notion that the irresponsible use of money can lead to disaster.
he spends, because as he puts it, "They[money lenders] wouldn't be so
generous if they didn't figure you had IT cornin' In. At some point it had to be
cornin' in. So I went along with it" (p. 194). Thus, we see Weston build this
insurmountable pile of debt based on the childishly fallible assumption that the
accessibility of money,in some twisted way, means that he's somehow earned
it. This assumption is a reflection of the degree to which Weston has lost himself.
He has no idea how to handle the logistics of a family, so instead of facing his
fears and learning to grow up, he runs from it, never once stopping to realize the
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amount of financial, emotional and physical strain he is putting on his family.
Consequently, Weston's lie leads to the end of his family- Wesley becomes him
as a result of the battle of attrition he wages with his father. Emma attempts, in
her own child-minded way to rectify her father's situation, and Ella becomes,
similar to Wesley, tired of caring.

Weston's desperate attempts to avoid taking responsibility for the
multitude of reckless actions in which he so habitually partakes culminates in the
final pages of the play, at which point Ella and Wesley recall the end to the story
that Weston begins to tell:

Wesley: And that eagle comes down and picks up the cat In his
talons and carries him screaming off Into the sky.

Ella: That's right. And they fight. They fight like crazy in the middle
of the sky. That cat's tearing his chest out, and the eagle's trying
to drop him, but the cat won't let go because he knows if he falls
he'll die.

Wesley: And the eagle's being tom apart in midair. The eagle's
trying to free himself from the cat, and the cat won't let go.

Ella: And they both come crashing down to the earth. Both of
them come crashing down. Like one whole thing,(p. 121)
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Here, Shepard describes the relationship between Weston and the rest of the
family In a memorable and metaphorical analogy, as Weston becomes the eagle.
a former wartime pilot In a constant attempt to escape what he views as the
grave and tedious responsibility of fulfilling the role of father and owning up to
his indiscretion. All the while, the rest of the family, in an effort to salvage what
is left of their disheveled, disgruntled patriarch, cling to him as the head and
potential savior of the family in memorably reluctant fashion. However,the
harder they fight to rein Weston in, the more desperate he becomes to shake
free. The end becomes inevitable then -the family will ultimately implode.
bringing it to its ultimate demise and reflecting the unforgivingly realist style
with which Shepard treats the dilapidating ideals his family tries futilely to
uphold.

Weston becomes representative of a portion of adults in today's world
who are pulled in a number of directions which becomes counterproductive to
developing any sort of idea by which they may develop a context of stable self¬
efficiency. The "jumps" that Weston describes become reflective of this notion.
Many adults in today's society are prone to take on a multitude of burdens in an
effort to fulfill their version of the "American dream," an idea that has been so
Impressed into the minds of those immersed in Western culture that it has
adopted an unachievable ambiguity. These burdens, whether they be financially.
religiously, pop culturally, relationally or family-oriented (there are many, many
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others), are merely In an effort to develop identity and, often more Importantly,
stability. However,the multidirectional nature of one's endeavors exhibits an
Ironic amount of influence that tends to be counterproductive. Like Weston,
there is a tendency to do something because someone or something else tells us
that it Is what we should do. The principal example here is financial stability.
There is no reasoning, no authentic motive, no legitimate benefit to many of
these ideas and often the ideas themselves find their roots in an Inauthentic
source: take the American dream for example. This is because the endeavors the
average person takes to find their origin in the superficial notion that has been
encouraged by our materialistic society. Instead of Investing time In a small
group of worthwhile things that dip below the surface and allowing the Ideas
associated to manifest so that a sense of understanding and legitimate opinion is
formed, many grown adults often spread themselves thin in an effort to be what
they are told they should. As a result, vague terms such as "well-rounded," arise.
as well the rush to be fashionable, respectable In whatever realm of work one
has entered into so that he or she may be financially stable and so forth and so
on. The idea of stability with relevance to what society has deemed success
instills a sort of paranoia in many people, one that some are willing to overcome
and one that others, like Weston, would just assume run from. Both can often
cause discontent and confusion.
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This in turn can effect in large part a sense of apathy In the young and
upcoming, many of whom,like Wesley, have watched their parents run
themselves ragged trying to "keep up with the Hatfields and McCoys"
Disillusioned with the idea of "success" as defined by society and the often
disarrayed set of circumstances its societal constraint can bring, the children of
generation X, for example, often answer the call of their generational
predecessors by doing nothing. This rebellion against the ideals that the
preceding generation has tried so hard and often failed to embody or fled from
(like Weston) Is the identity, for better or for worse, which a considerable
number of young people have united under. Instead of recognizing the ideals
that society has made its decree, happiness is being redefined in more
pleasurable terms, taking the focus away from the Ideals which reside at its
purest form and distorting them to match a pop-culturally driven mixture of
superficiality.
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Chapter 3: The Modern Day Prodigal Son

I am in blood Stepp'd in
so far that, should I
wade no more.
Returning were as
tedious as go o'er" Shakespeare
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In his Pulitzer Prize winning Buried Child, Shepard highlights the struggles
involving a family with a secret that, despite their monumental efforts to
suppress Its repercussions, destroys them from the inside out. It is this chaotic
environment that Vince enters, bringing his naively presumptuous girlfriend
Shelley into the middle of a familial conflict which neither of the pair seems to
have even slightly expected. Wrought with insecurity after a failed attempt to
step back into what Vince terms his heritage, he turns to alcohol and ultimately a
calm acceptance of his disturbingly disheveled "inheritance" in a memorable
portrayal of the notion that one can never quite escape legacy. Thus, Vince
becomes a prodigal son of sorts. However, instead of coming home to a forgiving
father who loves him after losing a fortune, he comes home having made a way
in the world seemingly for himself to a father who has hardly any legitimate
identity of his own, making it even more difficult if not impossible to identify and
relate with his long lost son. Struggling desperately to interact normally with
each other despite the "elephant in the room," the family, namely Dodge and
Tilden, can barely find capacity to assume a role that has six years' unfamiliarity
and possibly incestuous origins. Consequently, Vince finds himself at the most
significant crossroads of his life

in an attempt to regain an identity he has

seemingly lost, we see Shepard take Vince on a lifelong pursuit, loss and twisted
regaining of an Identity he is forced to settle with, all as a result of a dark secret
that the culprit is literally dying to tell.

39

With Buried Child more than any other of Shepard's plays, we see him
pervert the notion of the home place. Instead of a place which one can draw his
roots from, a reference point to which young people, like Vince, can return and
find untainted, we get a scene reminiscent of Flannery O'Connor's gothic
grotesque. In a mid-1990's portrayal of the play. Director Gary Sinise even works
within a set that favors that of a horror film, giving critic Ben Brantley of the New
York Times reason to comment:

Robert Brill's decaying, screened-in living room, with walls that seem to
climb to the heavens and a long, sinister staircase, really is a place to get
lost In. This is a house that devours its inhabitants, like the spooky
mansions in horror movies. The feeling is underscored by the punctuation
of lightning and thunder.^

This Is what Lynda Hart has termed distortion of a "naturalistic
framework". Jack Richardson perhaps puts it best:

Somehow,Shepard manages to strike a balance between naturalistic
detail and the wilder, more secret landscapes of being. He has found a

^ From Brantley's review entitled,"THEATER REVIEW;A Sam Shepard Revival Gets Him to
Broadway." May 1996.
(http://query.nytlmes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9A02E6DB1739F932A35756C0A960958260&p
agewanted=2)
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way of maintaining a tension between the banal and the strange that
10

gives his plays the quality of lucid dreams.

A farm seems to be the ideal setting in which a close-knit family may function
productively, directly producing the means by which they may live, requiring the
cooperation and interaction of the entire family and Inspiring unity. This ideal Is
what Vince seems to be determined to associate his family with. However, by
the time Vince (and the audience) arrives the farm has been long out of
production (Tllden Is thought to have stolen large amounts of vegetables from
somewhere else). Instead, the audience Is Introduced to an old, decrepit man
staring into a creepishly flickering blue television screen, a conniving son who
has lost a leg In a horrific chainsaw accident, and a family with a secret so dark
that it threatens familial existence.

These elements,tweaked by Shepard,function in making this home the
anti-Neil Simon play — rather than resolving differences and overcoming
difficulties in an attempt to derive unity. Dodge functions as a dilapidating and
dysfunctional patriarch for a family that becomes progressively disheveled,
leaving the audience with an unsettled feeling from beginning to end. In turn,
the audience can't quite place the feeling they derive from the action of the play
- there are obvious problems and each of the family suffers from them in one
way or another - but to apply cause and effect is futile. This Is based on the fact
10

Richardson, Jack, introduction. Buried Child, Seduced, and Suicide in B Minor{New York: Urizen
Books, 1979), ii.
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that Shepard's version of cause and effect proves illogical - none of the pieces fit
Into the making of any decipherable entity. Lynda Hart, in her discourse on
Shepard's use of realism suggests that:

... although Shepard intentionally sets up an audience to follow the
tantalizing clues that he exhibits in an effort to integrate the fragments
Into an accommodating whole, he undercuts our expectations,frustrating
11

our ability to resolve the action of the play...

This results from the fact that, to Shepard,the source of the conflict at hand has
no relevance - It is the here and now that Shepard deals with, not wishing to
cloud the mind of his audience with the details of his characters' past. He derives
a conclusion, then, out of what the family is presently struggling with -the
tyranny of the past is present, and it serves as a catalyst in the effect it has on
the present state of each of the characters, all of whom (with the exception
being Vince) are trying futilely to suppress the secret that Vince's return has
caused to rear Its ugly head. Focus on the present state gives the ending of each
of the quartet of family plays an unfinished feel. Nothing is resolved, and I
believe that this Is Shepard's point-there is no end to conflict. Thus,the identity
crises and the conflict that comes with them continue indefinitely. This Is how
Shepard's realism has become so effective. If there is no happy ending, it
perverts the notion of the American dream -that, eventually, with hard work

11

Hart, Lynda. Sam Shepard's Metaphorical Stage. Westport: Greenwood Press, Inc. 1987, 76.
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and a little luck, problems will find a way to resolve themselves for the good of
those possessing noble intentions.

Thus, the setting Immediately establishes the thematic distortion of the
American dream and what It has become known for-as head of a family that
had every means on which to thrive, one would assume that Dodge and Halle
would have ample opportunity to enjoy the twilight years in which we meet
them. However, Dodge has become cynical and difficult for Halie to deal with, as
he persists in drinking away his failing health, numbing himself to the queries of
his wife and negating his ability to be a functional father in a family that has
proven the notion that not everything is always as It is supposed to be. This, in
turn, has driven Halie to a life apart from Dodge,and even as she yells at him
from her bedroom In the first act, she seems to do so as a result of its being an
old, nagging habit:"What are you watching? You shouldn't be watching anything
that'll get you excited"(pg. 12). It seems that, although she voices an apparent
concern for Dodge's health, she does so to, perhaps, make herself feel as though
she is functioning as the wife whose role she must fulfill. Dodge must know this
as well; as the conversation grows painstakingly stale, he simply waves his hand
as to dismiss her. As a result, we see Halie driven away from her family by an
already removed Dodge, and both of the parents become useless - Dodge is
already in his own self-absorbed world, and Halle becomes infatuated with her
past as well as the minister Dewis. Specifically representative of Halle's past is
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the upstairs world she has created for herself, full of pictures detailing
experiences she would rather remember after the fact as opposed to facing the
present.

In conveying Halie's relationship with the rest of the family, especially
Ansel, Shepard seems to be drawing from Arthur Miller's approach to the
American Dream in Death of a Salesman. However, it is Halle who is obsessed
with the recently deceased Ansel, a son in whom she can place confidence based
on the fact that, although he has died, his "legend" lives on. Thus,Shepard gives
Halie the ability to extrapolate the life Ansel led, persuading herself that, if Ansel
were alive.

He would've took care of us, too. He would've seen to it that we were
repaid. He was like that. He was a hero. Don't forget that. A genuine
hero. Brave. Strong. And very intelligent. Ansel could've been a great
man. One of the greatest,(p. 20)

This sentiment seems to come as an attempt to apologize for the lack of promise
both Tilden and Bradley have fulfilled. Consequently, Ansel becomes for Halie
what Willy Loman tries so hard to make Biff-the sole reconciliation for a world
lost and presumably never realized In the first place, a world which both Halie
and Willy, disillusioned with their current state of existence, try so hard to
escape. Shepard does well to expose Halle's fantasies of Ansel's legacy in her
desire to have a statue built for him, as he has become an apology to the outside
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world for the disastrous outcome of the family in which she attempts to
function. This pursuit of glory for her deceased and seemingly exaggerated son
becomes for Halle a physical escape from her husband and two deadbeat sons,
leading to her possible affair with Dewls, who draws comparisons to Willy
Loman's secretary. Thus, in Halle's lack of presence both mentally and physically
in the house, the play is completely lacking In any sane point of reference, and a
household once full of positive potential becomes evocative of the madhouse
motif, as it becomes a domain of control for Dodge, Tilden and Bradley.

It is this dilapidated setting that the ironic hero of the play, Vince steps
into. With Vince, Shepard portrays perhaps the most effective identity crisis of
his quartet of family plays. This Is due in large part to the en media res approach
that Shepard takes with respect to Vince's character. The fact that Vince enters
into a world fraught with multitudes of underlying themes involving issues as
heavy as incest and insanity makes the proverbial(and literal) doorway to this
world negatively foreboding. In addition, the fact that Vince voluntarily returns
to his place of origin in such an unassuming manner bodes poorly for him — his
unprompted return reflects the desire and perhaps the need Vince has to
associate with something that he assumes is and always will be a constant, giving
him an escape to normalcy. His decision to stop by on his way to see his father.
whom he still believes to be living in New Mexico, in an attempt to reclaim the
heritage he once knew so well informs the audience of the notion that perhaps
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he has lost his way- again, reference to the conceptually modernized prodigal
son: "'It's like a Norman Rockwell cover or something/' Shelley quips."Come on!
It's my heritage. What dya' expect?"(pg. 21).

Shelley, then, becomes a character of relative neutrality-the only sane
point of reference, albeit young, naive and unassuming,for Shepard's audience
in an otherwise nonsensical world. Her understanding of Vince, rather than
increasing in her trip home with him,falls slowly apart, as she struggles to
survive rationally in a house full of men who have seemingly thrown reason to
the wind. Thus, she functions as a sort of litmus paper by which the audience
may measure the sanity, or lack thereof, of the family that Vince thought he
knew. As Shelley becomes more and more familiar with the tendencies and
psychological capacity of each of the characters, she is placed Increasingly in the
role of a substitute matriarch for the men in her attempt to appease them for
the sake of her own psychological and physical safety. She begins with simple
tasks such as cutting carrots and making beef bouillon for the ailing Dodge.
However, as the insanity of the house encroaches Increasingly on her own
psyche, we see her get sexually assaulted by the disgustingly pathetic Bradleythe character who most effectively adds the finishing touch on Shepard's gothic
portrayal of the play. Eventually, she gains a semblance of an upper hand against
Bradley in antagonizing him by stealing his leg, symbolically emasculating an
otherwise conniving, manipulative character. Able to remain reasonable in a
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world devoid of rational thought,she emerges relatively unscathed, although
she does so without Vince. Thus, Shelley becomes a victim of the Irrationality of
the world in which Vince must force himself to function or, essentially, perish.

Additionally, Shelley reflects the insecurity that Vince Is experiencing as
well as the search for constancy he has embarked on in a quest to make an
unshakeable identity for himself and, by default,find happiness. Shepard's
characterization of Shelley Immediately arouses suspicion, as he portrays her not
as a wholesome girl but, rather, makes her reminiscent of a prostitute: "Shelley
is about nineteen, black hair, very beautiful. She wears tight jeans, purple T-shirt,
and a short rabbit fur coat. Her makeup is exaggerated and her hair has been
curled"(p. 29). In addition to the tawdriness of the look Shepard seems to be
trying to achieve, the age gap supports Vince's desperation for constancy.
Although only three years apart, the gap in maturity between a 19 and 22 year
old can often times be much larger. This generalization is confirmed in Shelley's
girlish tendencies at the threshold of the house of Dodge and Halie:

Where's the milkman and the little dog? What's the little dog's name?
Spot. Spot and Jane. Dick and Jane and Spot... Dick and Jane and Spot and
Mom and Dad and Junior and Sissy!... And Tuffy and Toto and Dooda and
Bonzo all went down one day to the corner store to buy a big bag of
licorice for Mr. Marshall's pussy cat!(pg. 30)
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Shelley's failure to recognize the gravity of the action Vince is taking in entering a
house he hasn't seen in six years shows a short-sighted lack in maturity. Despite
Vince's repeated attempts to calm her down (he gets upset with her multiple
times) she persists in tickling herself literally to the ground. Thus,Shepard gives
the audience the Impression that Vince is merely putting up with Shelley out of a
desire to have a girlfriend -something that, on the surface, will make Vince
appear that he's "got it ail together,'' giving him a false sense of security, one
that will crumble in the action that follows.

Regardless of the motivation that Vince possesses with relevance to his
relationship with Shelley, a gradual venturing away from the seemingly fickle
bond they have developed can be observed as the action of the play progresses.
Upon entering the threshold of the home in which he grew up, Vince's
recognition of the degradation that has occurred In his six year absence is
grossly accentuated by the fact that his own grandfather seems not to recognize
him. Eventually, as the rest of his family (excluding Halle) returns to the house.
Vince is treated as a stranger by each one, even his own father Tilden. Thus
Vince's idea of himself with relevance to his impression of who his family
thought he was is already dwindling, and the "American Dream'' heritage he
thought he possessed is immediately turned on its head. Consequently his
expectations are destroyed - their polar contradiction in turn effects a mode of
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panic in Vince. Forced to the edge of what he deems as rational, he seeks
escape.

Taking advantage of the desire Vince develops to run from his present
situation, now being juxtaposed to his past, Shepard makes his intentions with
regard to Vince's "escape" evident in his return. Belligerently drunk, Vince
appears as if in a battle with an invisible enemy. The scene that ensues becomes
the pivotal moment of the play. The invisible enemy that Vince seems to be
fighting becomes symbolic of the war with the self, one which is creating mass
internal conflict for Shepard's disturbed hero. This war results out of the struggle
for intact identity that has manifested itself In Vince's mind - an idea with which
he desperately struggles to come to terms:

I could see myself in the windshield. My face. My eyes. I studied my face.
Studied everything about it. As though I was looking at another man. As
though I could see his whole race behind him... And then his face
changed. His face became his father's face. Same bones eyes. Same nose.
Same breath. And his father's face changed to his grandfather's face. And
it went on like that. Changing. Clear on back to faces I'd never seen
before but still recognized... I followed my family clear Into Iowa... Then It
ail dissolved. Everything dissolved,(pg. 67)
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Thus, Shepard exhibits his genius in the way he portrays the search his
protagonist embarks on, as Vince convinces himself that he knows who his
family is, recognizing even those he doesn't know,only to have it all dissolve at
the drop of a hat, revealing the fickle nature of his perceived understanding. His
return to the house,then, reveals Vince in the middle of a coming of age, as he
his forced to adapt to the new world in which he must now make a life.
Consequently the physical "battle" taking place on the porch Is merely the end of
an internal war of attrition, the stalemate of which comes in Vince's calm
acceptance of his position as the heir to the household that Dodge once ruled - a
twisted compromise. This role is given up by Dodge In his physical death, which
functions merely as the culmination of his psychological death which took place
seemingly many years ago.

Perhaps the most memorable ending to any of the plays Shepard has
written comes in the eerily symbolic resurfacing of the baby's corpse. As Tilden
listlessly carries the remains of the child up the stairs to Halle's room, we get the
notion that Halle's "other world," exaggerated into the present from positive
past experiences, is to be forever tainted by the secret which has destroyed an
entire family. No longer will she be able to live In the past as a means to avoid
her present situation. In juxtaposing these two worlds, Shepard elicits a
memorable last monologue from Halie herself:
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You can't force a thing to grow. You can't interfere with it. It's all hidden.
It's all unseen. You just gotta wait til it pops up out of the ground. Tiny
little shoot. Tiny little white shoot. All hairy and fragile. Strong though.
Strong enough to break the earth even. It's a miracle. Dodge. I've never
seen a crop like this in my whole life. Maybe It's the sun. Maybe that's it.
Maybe it's the sun.

Shepard's use of metaphor, then, becomes spectacularly symbolic in his (through
Halle's) discourse on the foundation-altering action that has just taken place In
the household, all stemming from the return of a modern-day prodigal son.
Vince's return, then, causes the metaphorical unearthing of an incestuous secret
that, as Halle so poetically reveals, must inevitably "pop out of the ground." The
pieces of the broken family, then,find cohesiveness in one single cause. The
murder that Dodge discusses in the middle pages of the play seems to be a
fabrication which the family has accepted as truth in an attempt to suppress the
notion that the boy who calls Tilden father can find his mother in the upstairs
bedroom. In their determination to avoid the revelation of Vince's true Identity
at all costs, the family effectively strips his sense of self away upon his arrival.
and Vince Is forced to enter into a coming of age within the parameters of a
house he presumptuously thought he knew.

This story, Shepard's masterpiece, written in 1978, has only gained In
relevance In the years since its origin. The separation from household which
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Vince undergoes has become increasingly common.Thus,the idea that Vince,
operating under the preconceived ideals which he has developed around the
center of his familial ties, should return and find things different becomes
subject matter that possesses considerable familiarity in regard to generations of
twenty-somethings seeking to make a way for themselves. Stemming from this
supposition is the liberal nature that this familial separation often encouragesthe desire to venture out and take liberties that one would not otherwise take.
Often these actions can find their root in the idea that the familial bond is taken
for granted, which is what Vince assumes - it will always be there should the
individual stumble. Vince, then, becomes a poster boy for the modern college
student. Lost in the intoxication of being free from the materialized chains of
familial bond and bent on exploiting that freedom to its maximum potential, the
individual is often pulled in a plethora of new, exciting directions, only to
become disillusioned into the middle of a crisis of identity. Reaching for anything
that will provide a constant means of support,the Individual, like Vince, often
loses the sense of self that may have previously seemed intact.

Shepard's insertion of Shelley's character into the play embodies the
search for consistency. Vince, seemingly devoid of anything that he can
legitimately grasp hold of, latches onto a girl whom the audience sees as cheap
and relatively immature, a catalyst for the surface-level relationship from which
Vince attempts to derive security. This relationship, then, becomes reflective of
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the dynamic under which many people operate today. The turning of individuals
to superficial relationships in order to derive an immediate and shallow security
instead of facing the often deep-seated problems that would provide real
security encourages a counterproductivity that that often compounds into real
and irreversible conflict. This conflict is personified in Vince's character, and the
failure of his father and grandfather to recognize him only enhances the crisis he
seems to be In the midst of. His only choice, then, appears to be the one he Is
forced Into — acceptance of his family as it currently exists and not as it once had
in order to inherit the estate he once grew up on. Thus the colloquial phrase
"beggars can't be choosers" possesses a dark relevance, and Shepard's realism
attains a universal quality in his portrayal of a family with a secret.
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Chapter 4: The American Dream Run
Amuck

A tiger can smile
A snake will say it loves you
Lies make us evil
-Chuck Palahniuk
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Shepard's final installment In his quartet of family plays. Lie of the Mind is
the one which perhaps comes closest to resolving itself. However,Shepard
remains true to his realistic roots as he portrays a young man who struggles to
find the truth amidst the web of lies he has created within his mind,justified out
of a selfish desire and fueled by a love that becomes dangerously and irreversibly
obsessive. As is the case in all of Shepard's family plays, the father becomes the
root of the problem, as Jake returns home after committing a crime that comes
close to murder in an attempt to employ his broken roots as a place of security
and self-sustenance. However,slowly and painfully, we see Jake enter into a
long-delayed coming-of-age, subconsciously grasping for someone or something
to relate to in an attempt to derive an Intact identity, even his deceased.
formerly alcoholic father. Meanwhile, Beth,the victim of Jake's materialized.
Jealous rage, struggles to recover In the midst of a family who is too caught up in
the stereotypes of gender politics to realize her broken psychological state.
Devoid of any legitimate male approval in the form of her father Baylor, Beth
floats aimlessly into the arms of any male willing, or even unwilling, to receive
her. Consequently a couple, already broken physically and psychologically.
becomes progressively disheveled in a world of substandard familial figures.
Forced Into an attempt to rectify their sense of self apart from each other, the
internal conflict that ensues leaves them in pieces, as Beth puts It:
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If something breaks - broken. If something broken - parts still -stay.
Parts still float. For a while. Then gone. Maybe never come- back.
Together. Maybe never."(pg. 47)

Shepard again employs the en media res approach In the way he deals
with the crime Jake has committed against Beth to a realistically effective end.
This allows Shepard to immediately establish conflict and also to use the present
persona of each of the characters as a vehicle for portrayal of the past. In turn,
the audience is able to cite the past as an immediate cause of the present state
of each of the characters and as a result to search for a resolution to the conflict
presented. Because the past is such an integral part of each of Shepard's plays
with respect to the present state of identity, this method of conveyance is
perhaps the most effective use of Shepard's realism. Thus, as we meet Jake in
the middle of having just severely beaten his wife out of materialized jealousy,
we are introduced to his current psychological state and forced to work
backwards as we become more comfortable with his character. This effects a
sort of cause and effect progression, as we embark with Jake on a psychological
journey, employing his past as a means by which he may or may not make sense
of his present and future.

Jake immediately becomes a volatile character within the context of the
play, as we are introduced to him yelling at his brother Frankie regarding a
supposition that he has just killed his wife. Because this is not the first time that
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significant physical abuse has taken place, a sense of relational Instability is
Immediately implied. As Jake then returns home, his demented psychological
state Is made painfully evident, as he describes to Frankie the reasoning behind
his apparent murder:

''I'm no dummy. Doesn't take much to put It together. Woman starts
dressin' more and more skimpy every time she goes out. Starts puttin' on
more and more smells. Oils. She was always oiling herself up before she
went out... She was in a dream the way she did It. Like she was imagining
someone else touching her." {pg. 8)

The way in which Shepard portrays Jake's exceptionally fallible logic dictates to
the audience the absurdity of his claim, as he juxtaposes Jake's accusation of
Beth's infidelity with Frankie's assertion that she Is merely a method actor
training herself for a role. What follows for Jake, then, is a painful realization and
coming to terms with his irrational actions, which present themselves as utterly
irreversible in his mind: "Now. Why am I missing her now Frankie? Why not
then? When she was there? Why am I afraid I'm gonna lose her when she's
already gone?" (pg. 14). Consequently, we see Jake enter into a crisis of identity
that results directly from the absence of its original source - Beth's apparent
nonexistence as a result of his abuse.

In Jake's return home Shepard takes ample opportunity to demonstrate
his masterful use of realism by, again, turning the notion of the home place on
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its head and re-establishing familial dynamic. Devoid of any stable patriarchal
figure and crawling with the remnants of a father lacking in consideration for
anyone but himself, Jake is taken in by Lorraine, a mother who is years removed
from the death of her husband and seemingly disillusioned with any positive
notion of familial existence. However, upon Jake's return, we see Lorraine
develop an apparent motherly instinct, forcing Jake back into his childhood In an
attempt to keep him from trouble with his wife and under her roof: Tm gonna
take him on a permanent basis. Tm not even gonna let him outa his room for a
solid year. Maybe that'll teach him,"(pg. 26). Thus, a relationship reminiscent of
mother and child materializes, and Lorraine becomes the vehicle by which she
believes Jake will recover. However, Lorraine's motherly instinct with respect to
Jake translates into her defense of his actions no matter the absurdity. As the
story progresses, Shepard develops a strong attachment between Jake and
Lorraine, with the emphasis placed on Lorraine's obsession with Jake's presence
in the house once again. Thus Lorraine enthusiastically delays the realization that
Jake must make in order to heal by justifying his actions In regard to Beth. This
unmerited Justification, then, assumes the form of a modernized Oedipal
complex. As Lynda Hart theorizes:

When we meet Lorraine, Jake's suffocating and domineering mother, it
becomes clear that Jake's oedipal dilemma is still a very active part of his
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mental life. His transference of love-object from mother to wife is a
12

process that Lorraine chooses to deny.

Thus Lorraine's desire to care for her ailing son becomes suppressive and
ultimately counterproductive -forced back into the room that he occupied in his
childhood years, Jake is flooded with memories of his chaotic past. Devoid of any
stable figure to associate with, he is forced into a coming-of-age that results
from a desperate attempt to derive any sort of productive significance in the
aftermath of the crime that possesses a gravity with which he is slowly and
painfully coming to terms. As a result, Jake slowly takes the shape of his father,
placing significance on Inanimate objects such as his father's box of ashes and
progressing into an aesthetic resemblance of his generational predecessor in a
memorable coming of age that produces a startlingly revealing secret at its
climax.

Juxtaposed to the irrevocabiy obsessive mind of Jake is Beth, who plays
victim to Jake's desperation for control. Severely impaired both mentally and
physically, the path to recovery seems grim on a purely superficial level,
notwithstanding the lengths to which Beth must go to rid herself of the love she
has developed for Jake. However, it is not until much prodding from her brother
Mike that Beth will entertain the Idea of complete separation from her husband.
Devoid of anyone else with whom she may associate in an intimate and fulfilling
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way, she desperately hangs on to the notion that she is dead - that Jake has
killed her and himself:

Beth: Hee killed us both... KM DEAD! DEAD! DAAAAH! HEEZTOO.

Mike: You gotta forget about him for now! You gotta just forget about
him!

Beth: NAAH! You gan' stop my head. Nobody! Nobody stop my head. My
head is me. Heez in me. You gan stop him in me. Nobody gan stop him in
me.

This assertion, although a product of the mental instability which Beth is
suffering from, is also painfully honest. The absence of love leaves a void in Beth
bigger than in the average Individual, as her identity was and continues to find its
origin in the love she has developed for her abusive husband. In her attempt to
derive an Identity outside of the twisted relationship to which she has become
attached, we see Beth embark on a search not to steer away from the idealistic
view of love she seems to have adopted, but rather to emulate those ideals by
replacing the husband she loved. The desperation that ensues reaches as far as
Jake's own brother, whom Beth attempts to rationalize as a replacement for the
husband she attempts to forget. In a series of awkward encounters, then.
Shepard does well to portray Beth's attempt to seduce Frankie in her most
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vulnerable state - a pathetic and haunting portrayal of the ramifications of Jake's
actions.

However, the root of Beth's search for male approval seems not to find
itself in Jake. Rather, it is Baylor, Beth's father, who is the culprit of her
misgivings regarding her romantic endeavors. Shepard introduces us to Baylor in
such a way as to reflect the stereotype he so obviously fulfills - instead of
rushing to his daughter In a monumental time of need, he delays his trip to the
hospital, only finally finding reason to visit on account of his wish to sell livestock
In the area:

Well wake her up. We drove all the way down here from Billings just to
see her. Now wake her up... Listen I got two mules settin' out there in the
parkin' lot that I gotta deliver by midnight... Might as well do a little
business long as I'm gonna be down in this country anyway,(pg. 30)

Meg only reifies the stereotype Baylor fulfills, appearing to be completely
clueless In regard to the most obvious occurrences, as she fails to remember
even her own daughter's wedding. Forced into a grossly one-dimensional role at
home, Meg is unable to function productively outside of it. Thus Baylor seems to
put his needs ahead of the rest of the family, forcing the women to fulfill the role
of subservience he expects of them, and forcing his son to follow in his
masculine footsteps. This domineering patriarchal stereotype is demonstrated
amply throughout the play, as Baylor is so blinded by his own macho ambition
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that he fails to notice even his brain-damaged daughter's needs. Devoid of any
familial congruity, Beth is forced to attempt to come to terms with her new state
of mind by herself, a prisoner in a household which only seems to fortify her
need for male stability outside of its walls.

As the struggle to gain any psychological wholeness apart from Beth
escalates, Shepard uses motive as a tool by which he may elicit the innermost
intentions under which Jake operates, delving into his most integral and personal
experiences to reveal the cause behind the effect. Jake, having assumed the
identity of his father out of desperation, continually convinces himself that
everyone, even his own family, is working against him in some sort of conspiracy
to refute that Beth is dead - one which he asserts emphatically and relentlessly.
The root of this paranoia, then. Is discovered only in the climax of the play, as the
audience learns that It Is Jake who was the cause of his father's death. Years
later, he has only his sister Sally as an alibi. Desperate to keep the cause of his
father's death hidden from the rest of his family, Jake assumes a mindset
dictated by this paranoia, becoming suspicious of anyone and anything that even
hints at being out of place, especially those closest to him.

Consequently the all-consuming love Jake possesses in regard to Beth,
combined with the paranoia he has become accustomed to, plays Itself out in
the horrific abuse Beth suffers at the hands of Jake. Thus the suppression of the
secret Jake has been chosen to keep, one which is fueled by the hatred he has
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attained for his abusive and inconstant father, becomes the direct result of the
destruction he causes regarding the only source of constancy he seems to have
ever had. Coupled with the fact that he is now under the roof of his domineering
mother and being forced to make some sort of attempt to explain these
occurrences in his already twisted mind, one can hardly argue that Jake is the
poster boy for rational thought or action. Without any legitimate answer to the
debacle in which he finds himself, we find Jake dressed in nothing but his
father's war regalia, an American flag, and boxers. Having made himself
subservient to Beth's brother Mike, Jake makes the realization in the end of the
story that he should have made before it ever started:

These things - in my head - lie to me. Everything lies. Tells me a story.
Everything in me lies. But you. You stay. You are true. I know you now.
You are true. I love you more than this life.(pg. 129)

In these memorable lines, then, Jake's motive, the intentions which have come
to define his whole being, are found out - his love for Beth brings him back to
her.

It Is in this moment also that we realize Beth's motive in its purest form.
the ideal with which she Identifies most. Rather than loving only Jake, it seems
that Beth, like many women of the time and many romantics today, is in love
with the idea of love, which Is not limited specifically to her husband. The fact
that she is a method actor, playing a role In which she must assume the mindset
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of a woman loving another man becomes reminiscent of this notion. In addition,
it is Frankie whom she attaches herself to after she arrives home and finds that
he has come to visit. Thus, when Jake finally makes his way to Montana and
presents himself to Beth, the events that follow seem only logical. Additionally,
they allow Shepard to maintain his use of realism in yet another powerful
ending. As Jake walks away from Beth, she makes no effort to pursue him.
Disillusioned with his empty promises, she latches onto his brother, whom she Is
now convinced she will marry. This, again, is reinforced by the lack of presence
her father Baylor has exhibited, presumably her entire life and definitely In her
time of greatest need. This lack of patriarchal presence, then, is personified in
the closing scene of the play. Baylor and Meg, seemingly oblivious to the fact
that Beth's abusive husband is about to apologize to them, merely fold an
American flag. Jake walks away at a loss for words, victimized by the void in
identity he has become subjected to which can trace Its roots back to his
abusive, alcoholic father. Thus, in upholding the legacy his father has left behind.
we find Jake pursuing the path of destruction which his father blazed before him.

Although the folding of the American flag may seem grossly incongruent
with relevance to the action of the plot, Shepard includes the flag throughout
the play to chronicle the degradation of not only Jake, but also of the American
dream. Two families, American in every way possible, fall apart before the
audience's eyes. Shepard, then, seems to be making the point that he has made
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in various ways with each of the quartet of family plays -the American dream is
not always attainable. Hard work and a lucky break do not always suffice to
provide in every way necessary. There are people involved, Individuals, whose
feelings, reactions, and dreams must be considered. However,the pursuit of the
American dream and the societal stereotypes with which It associates fixate
themselves on the men, particularly the patriarchal figures in Lie of the Mind as
blinders on a horse. Blinded by the societal constraints that the men have
become prisoner to, they fail to recognize the existential needs of others,
particularly those closest to them - their family. Baylor reinforces this notion
when he speaks to Meg about hunting: "This is Montana. It's what you do.
Hunting isn't a hobby. It's a way of life" (pg. 132). This Is his answer to Meg's
queries regarding the Impression she gets that he would just as soon live in the
wilderness, away from the rest of them. Thus Shepard offers us a reminder
which is becoming Increasingly relevant - to remain intact is a gargantuan task.
one which requires consistency and comradery, because life isn't always roses.
He makes his point most effectively in the way he concludes each of the four
plays discussed - the resolution is absent. Thus the conclusion to the problem
Shepard poses is that there is no solution - a realist's way of dealing with the
modern Issues of identity in an increasingly inconstant American society.
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Conclusion
True West^ Curse of the Starving Class, Buried Child, and A Lie of The
Mind: if we consider the titles of each of the quartet of family plays which
Shepard employs In his search for an answer to broken familial existence and
Identity, it Is seen that each of the titles can be applied to each of the plays in
some way. Each play possesses qualities of the West,Shepard's "true west"- a
place where men go to escape the tedium of familial obligations and a place
which is presented as his only home. Each play includes characters who are
starving, perhaps not physically, but In a psychological sense. Starved of any
consistency on which to base a feasible identity, characters like Austin, Vince,
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and Jake search frantically for something whole that might rescue them from the
contents of their psyche.

Shepard raises foundation-shaking Issues from the depths of each of the
families that go on to tear the family apart. Weston's debt, Austin's fickleness.
and Jake's burgeoning jealousy blossom Into the Issues that leave them
piecemeal. Lastly and perhaps most Importantly is the idea of the He of the mind
In Shepard's quartet of family plays. Any Idea of ingenuity, if focused on
internally yet not addressed, has the potential to fester into something far
greater than its original parameters. To go further, each of the titles of Shepard's
plays can be thought of as a result of a He of the mind. Just as Jake convinces
himself that his wife is cheating on him, each of the characters in Shepard's plays
act on a He which he or she has materialized. Halie convinces herself that Ansel Is
her family's redeeming quality. Weston convinces himself that he can spend
money because it isn't real. Vince returns fully expecting his family to be living
the lie that is the American dream. Once these Ideas implant themselves into the
mind of Shepard's characters, they become the premises on which they operate.
often to their own end.

This congruence may not have been done intentionally, but the question
of Intention is not our concern. Rather, the fact that they can be applied to each
play is a product of the fact that, in each of the plays, Shepard is dealing with the
same issue. The fact that Shepard addresses identity within a familial setting so
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thoroughly would seem to many to be repetitive and unproductive. However, as
evidenced by the discourse in this thesis, Shepard only does so to attack every
angle. This is not only a journey for the characters; it is a journey for the author
of those characters.

In taking this journey with each of the characters, then,Shepard arrives
at his conclusion, which is that there is no resolution to the conflict. Each
character. If possible, is left in a more confused, dilapidated state than when we
first meet him or her. This characterization and plot development, or rather
debilitation. Is Shepard's realism at its finest, as he makes a point which is not
often made. One's identity, consequently, is loath to find its roots in his or her
familial roots. Shepard offers a discourse In each play on "how not to be a
father" in order to demonstrate the repercussions for the son. By establishing
the father as the center of the family, an individual by which the unit functions
or collapses, he becomes representative of influence in general. There is no
consistent influence on which these characters, primarily the sons, may build
their foundation. This Is, by default, a result of the father. For the father, the
obligations revolving around the ideals of the patriarch become a scare tactic.
often derived out of materialized societal pressures. The father's escape,just as
Shepard's father's was, is the West. Left with no one else to look to as means of
an intact sense of self, the son is left with two options: develop an identity of his
own or follow his father. As he has already attempted the former,the latter
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becomes, in his mind, logical. As a result, we see a young man forced to assume
a role that. In reality, he should loathe.

Shepard's answer to the questions he addresses can be embodied in the
role reversal that takes place between the father and the son. There is no light at
the end of the proverbial tunnel, he says. Or, rather, the light is dim and
unfulfilling. Forced out of an existence in which he is already struggling to arrive
at any level of comfort,the son is forced to pursue the position that the heritage
of his father has left him. This point in time is where Shepard chooses to end his
plays, as If to say the conflict never ends, and the son must take on myriad
Influences provided by the world just as he did - young, naive, and alone.
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